



The Origins of Colbrond in Richard’s Pamela


The Origins of Colbrond in Richardson’s Pamela

Samuel Richardson’s literary indebtedness—to Sidney’s pastoral/chivalric romance Arcadia, to seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century French-inspired or –translated courtly romances, to epistolary novels, to post-Restoration drama, and to Puritan writings and the Bible—is well known.  His debt to even earlier medieval romances, as the figure of Colbrond in his first romance, Pamela, suggests, is not well known.​[1]​  This debt is important, not merely because it registers another source or influence, but also because it bears on an appreciation of Richardson’s development as a novelist.  The claim is that Richardson is the first English novelist to unite romance and realism successfully.  Perhaps: but his success, as his debt to medieval romances suggests, did not result full-blown from his first efforts.  Instead, it resulted from transitioning from the chivalric to the courtly, with a shift from the heroic grotesqueries of earlier romances to the social sophistications of later ones.

Colbrond, Lord B’s “trusty Swiss” (144), is an alien companion to the hero, who abducts the heroine.  Introduced during Pamela’s trials attending her unwilling abduction, he contributes almost entirely to her fears when he is dispatched for no reason to assist the more than capable Mrs. Jewkes’ efforts to subdue her.  Colbrond’s introduction here is suitable to his role, though redundant for the situation.​[2]​

But his delineation is improbable by a standard of modern realism but not of medieval romance.  Colbrond’s name is identical to the Danish giant’s in Guy of Warwick​[3]​, and its story of the fight between Guy and Colbrond is also recounted in Drayton’s Polyolbion.​[4]​  In Guy, the narrator emphasizes Colbrond’s great size and black attire (ll. 10220-48); in Polyolbion, Drayton emphasizes his great strength, battle ax, and “irefull” red attire (XII, 131-138, 252, 261-166).  In Pamela, Colbrond’s black bag and neckcloth and the red knot of his sword suggest a conflation of both Guy stories.  Aside from details intended to make Colbrond fearful, however, nothing in either story suggests that he is grotesque as well.

In Pamela, we find him so.

He is a Giant of a Man, for Stature; taller by a good deal, than Harry Mawlidge, in your Neighborhood, and large-bon’d, and scraggly; and a Hand!—I never saw such an one in my Life.  He has great staring Eyes, like the Bull’s that frighten’d me so.  Vast Jaw-bones sticking out; Eyebrows hanging over his Eyes; two great Scars upon his Forehead, and one on his left Cheek; and two huge Whiskers, and a monstrous wide Mouth; blubber Lips; long yellow Teeth, and a hideous Grin.  He wears his own frightful long Hair, ty’d up in a great black Bag; a black Crape Neckcloth, about a long ugly Neck; and his Throat sticking out like a Wen.  As to the rest, he was drest will enough, and had a Sword on, with a nasty red Knot to it; Leather Garters, buckled below his knees; and a Foot-near as long as my Arm, I verily think (147-148).

But the description of this loathly lad resembles two descriptions of the loathly lady in The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell.​[5]​  When she first appears,

Her face was red, her nose snotid withalle,
Her mouthe wide, her teethe yallowe overe alle,
With blerid eyen gretter then a balle;
Her mouithe was not to lak;
Her teethe hing overe her lippes;
Her cheekis side [wide?] as wemens hippes;
A lute she bare upon her back.
Her neck long and therto great;
Her here cloterid on an hepe;
In the sholders she was a yard brode;
Hanging pappis to be an hors lode;
And like a barelle she was made;
And to reherse the foulnesse of that lady,
Ther is no tung may telle, securly;




She had two teethe on every side
As boris tuskes, I wolle not hide,
Of lengthe a large handfulle;
The one tusk went up and the other doun;
A mouthe fulle wide and foulle y-grown.
With grey heris many on.
Her lippes laye lumprid on her chin;
Neck forsothe on her was none y-seen—
She was a lothly on! (ll. 548-546).

The details of these two descriptions are compatible except for a discrepancy about the neck; first, it is “long,” then “none y-seen.”​[6]​  General similarities among these three descriptions suggest affinities.  Although only a Bodleian manuscript of Wedding is known, the loathly lady figures in other medieval romances, most notably in Chaucer’s “The Wife of Bath’s Tale.”  Richardson seems to have recalled the figure and employed some of the details in delineating Colbrond.

Although we do not forget Colbrond’s delineation, we do not focus on him, for he is absent from much of the later action.  Only during Pamela’s escape from Lady Davers does he re-enter it.  As Pamela runs to the waiting chariot, she is pursued by two of Lady Davers’ servants.  Colbrond comes to Pamela’s assistance; putting on “one of his deadly fierce Looks,” he shouts that “he would chine the man, that was his Word, who offer’d to touch his Lady” (331).  Pamela calls attention to “chine” and repeats it (341) when she narrates her adventure to Lord B and his friends.

In calling attention to this uncommon verb, Richardson invites his readers to recall medieval romance.  The Oxford English Dictionary offers two definitions.  The older definition (v1) is the more general.  One intransitive sense is “To burst asunder, split open; to open in fissures; to crack, chink, etc.”  One of the nine instances cited is from Sir Ferumbras (c. 1380).  The other intransitive sense is “To split off, separate by a fissure.”  The only instance cited is from King Alisaunder (c. 1300).  Its transitive sense is “To burst, split.”  Of the two instances cited, the earlier is from Arthur and Merlin (c. 1330).  By the mid sixteenth century, the older meaning of the verb had fallen out of use, to be replaced by a more specific definition (v2), probably influenced by the cognate noun; its second sense is “To break the chine or back of.”  One of the three instances cited is from Spenser’s Faerie Queen, akin to medieval romance through imitation.  Another is this one from Pamela.  In any sense, the word is associated with medieval romances and is old in Richardson’s day.  In calling attention to it, the speaker, and the situation, Richardson appears to intend to evoke medieval romance.

Colbrond thus indicates Richardson’s reading of and debt to medieval romances, and his readers’ continuing familiarity with them.  Because he is initially redundant and improbably delineated, the question arises whether Richardson has mixed rather than blended romance and realism in Pamela.  In other words, the question is what role Colbrond plays in the relationship between Pamela and Lord B or in relation to Lord B himself.  An answer, I think, addresses, not Richardson’s presumed ignorance about the aristocracy of his day, but rather the artistry of his first effort.

The differences between protagonists’ roles in chivalric and courtly romances present Richardson with a difficulty.  In some chivalric romances like Bevis of Hampton, the protagonist is a Christian chivalric knight and an exemplum of virtue attractive to a Mohammedan princess, who casts her lot with the hero and converts.  In some recent and contemporary romances, the protagonist is a predator, a seducer attracted to a beautiful, virtuous, middle- or lower-class woman, who resists and subdues the hero to virtue.  So there are enormous moral differences between the heroes and the heroines of these different romance traditions.  The difficulty is to make Lord B’s conversion plausible and thereby make Lord B appear a worthy partner of Pamela.

Richardson uses Colbrond’s relationship to Lord B and his conduct toward Pamela to resolve this difficulty and to reveal Lord B’s real nature.  Colbrond does Lord B’s bidding.  But his sympathies toward and defense of Pamela during her escape indicate a moral nature at odds with his physical appearance.  Within the chivalric romance tradition, his looks and conduct first suggest depravity, but his affinities to a “loathly lad” hint his virtue.  This disparity suggests that Lord B’s character and conduct, initially seen as depraved, may also be otherwise.  The virtue in this loyal and obedient servant intimates the better and dominant moral nature of the master.
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^1	  T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, eds., Pamela by Samuel Richardson (Riverside Editions, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1971).
^2	  By his association with an abduction, Colbrond resembles Ascopart, an alien companion to the hero of Bevis of Hampton.  After assisting Bevis and Josian, Ascopart betrays the one and abducts the other.
^3	  J. Zupitza, ed., The Romance of Guy of Warwick: The Second of 15th-Century Version, Early English Text Society, extra series 25, 26, 1875 (1876; rpt. London: Oxford University Press, 1966).  Sheridan Baker, “The Idea of Romance in the Eighteenth-Century Novel,” Papers of the Michigan Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters XLIX (1964): 516n, at the suggestion of Arthur Sherbo, anticipated my identification.
^4	  J. William Hebel, ed., The Works of Michael Drayton IV (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1961).
^5	  Donald B. Sands, ed., The Wedding of Sir Gawain and Dame Ragnell in Middle English Verse Romances (New York: Rinehart and Winston, 1966).
^6	  Although Sands says that the narrator was “an indifferent artist” lacking “esthetic complexities” (324), the discrepancy may be an artful preparation for the heroine’s later transformation by “negramancy” (l. 691).
